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Kenyatta’s son, who had been appointed by Moi as chairman of the Kenya 
Tourist Board and who was also the party chairman in Thika outside Nai- 
robi, as his successor. Africa Confidential reported, “When Moi anointed 
Uhuru Kenyatta as KANU’s presidential candidate, Odinga stormed out, 
taking an improbable gang of KANU stalwarts with him. . . . This broke 
KANU in two.” Raila began talks targeted at uniting the opposition and 
negotiated a secret deal with Mwai Kibaki, a venerable Kikuyu politician 
who, as we learned in chapter 4, had worked in the Kenyatta government 
with Mboya and Obama Sr. The two men made an agreement reminis- 
cent of the collaboration between Jaramogi Odinga and Kenyatta at inde- 


124 | Contested Histories and the Politics of Belonging 


pendence: Kibaki would stand unopposed as the opposition presidential 
candidate, constitutional reform would be completed in three months to 
create the office of prime minister for Raila to occupy, and half the cabi- 
net seats would go to Raila’s supporters.” With this agreement, the NARC 
was formed and organized a rally in Nairobis Uhuru Park scheduled to 
coincide with the announcement of Kenyatta’s candidacy. Flanked by the 
opposition leadership, Raila expounded in Swahili to the cheering crowds 
“Harambee!!! Tunataka serikali ambaye inaweza kubadilika na wananchi 
wa Kenya. .. . Kibaki tosha!” (Pull together! We want a government that 
can be changed by the people of Kenya. . . . Kibaki is enough!).” 

Campaigning around the country, NARC politicians of all ethnic 
groups took “Unbwogable,’ a song by the Luo hip-hop group Gidi Gidi 
Maji Maji, as their unofficial theme song. The lyrics in English, Dholuo, 
and Sheng invoke the names of Luo luminaries and martyrs—Oginga 
Odinga, Tom Mboya, Robert Ouko, and Raila Amolo—in between de- 
manding “Am a Luo but who are you?” and declaring, “You can’t bwoga 
me! I am unbwogable!” that is, “You can't scare me! I am undefeatable!”*” 
The song proved quite prescient, as the opposition, united for the first time 
in the multiparty era, defeated KANU in the elections of December 27, 
2002, ending forty years of the party’s domination. Three days later, Mwai 
Kibaki was sworn in as Kenya’s third president before jubilant crowds in 
Uhuru Park.” In his inaugural address, Kibaki challenged the political 
naysayers. “Some prophets of doom have predicted a vicious in-fighting 
following this victory,’ he explained. “I want to assure you that they will be 
disappointed. When a group of people come together over an idea or be- 
cause of a shared vision, such a group can never fail or disintegrate. NARC 
will never die as long as the original vision endures. It will grow stronger 
and coalesce into a single party that will become a beacon of hope not 
only to Kenyans but to the rest of Africa.” The next five years showed the 
predictive powers of the new president to be unreliable. 


The 2007-2008 Elections: Contest and Context 


A year after the 2002 elections, palpable optimism could still be felt 
across the country. The new government had taken important steps, such 
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as providing free primary education and overhauling the public trans- 
port sector to enhance safety. Yet, despite the new government’s vaunted 
anticorruption initiatives—which involved sacking Kalenjin from their 
Moi-era appointments in the civil service and public sectors—the 2004 
Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index, which de- 
fines corruption as the “abuse of public office for private gain” and mea- 
sures “the degree to which corruption is perceived to exist among public 
officials and politicians” ranked Kenya among the most corrupt coun- 
tries in the world.* Indeed, by 2005, John Githongo, who had been ap- 
pointed to lead the government’s anticorruption campaign, was forced 
into exile in the United Kingdom after he unearthed a major public 
procurements scandal dating from the Moi era.** Involving a company 
called Anglo-Leasing, the affair was quickly dubbed “Anglo-Fleecing” 
in popular discourse. Insecurity ranging from petty theft to carjackings 
continued to be rampant in Nairobi, and the tensions that had driven the 
clashes of the 1990s had never been resolved. Daniel Branch explains, 
“The failure to enact change was partly a result of the simple fact that the 
government included many of those responsible for earlier misrule?” 
Indeed, responding to the administration’s plan to reshuffle ministers 
suspected in the Anglo-Leasing affair, Raila noted that reshuffling “is like 
saying to them: You have eaten enough from this side, now go and eat 
from the other side? 

The agreement between Raila and Kibaki disintegrated as the constitu- 
tional review process that was meant to establish the office of prime min- 
ister to be occupied by Raila stalled, only to be concluded with a draft for 
public referendum from which had been purged earlier sections laying 
out fresh limits on presidential power. Together with other NARC minis- 
ters, Raila formed the Orange Democratic Movement (ODM) to oppose 
the draft. ODM took its name from the orange symbol indicating “no” 
on the constitutional ballot (“yes” was indicated with a banana) and from 
the Orange Movement in Ukraine.” In the referendum, oranges topped 
bananas in every province except Kibaki’s home area, Central Province.’ 
The grand coalition party of 2002 was destroyed as ODM, now a political 
party, joined the opposition, while Kibaki huddled with his “Mount Kenya 
Mafia” and GEMA supporters. Kalonzo Musyoka, a Kamba, split off and 
founded his own party, ODM-Kenya. 
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As the 2007 presidential elections grew near, Kibaki headed a new 
party, the Party of National Unity (PNU), which campaigned on economic 
growth—its Swahili slogan was “Kazi endelea,” or “Work should continue.” 
Raila headed ODM, which, recalling the socialist principles of Jaramogi 
Odinga and Raila’s own background, campaigned on a platform of socio- 
economic justice, constitutional reform, and a decentralized majimbo 
model of federal governance. As Hornsby neatly sums up, Raila “personi- 
fied a popular movement for radical change, while Kibaki was positioned 
as leader of a reactionary, tribalist, old guard that had mismanaged Kenya 
in the past.” With leaders from every major ethnic group, ODM spoke to 
ethnoregional grievances across the country, and Raila built a wide web of 
alliances that even reached into the international Luo diaspora for finan- 
cial and political capital. Polling in late autumn of 2007 showed that Raila 
and ODM had a comfortable lead everywhere except ethnically mixed 
Nairobi, Kikuyu-dominated Central Province, and Kamba-dominated 
Eastern Province. 

Two months later, on election day, Friday, December 27, 2007, Kenyans 
turned out in droves to vote for the president, MPs, and local representa- 
tives. Daniel Branch, who served as an election observer in Nairobi’s Kib- 
era slum, described voters’ certainties: “First, that ifa free and fair election 
were held, Raila Odinga and his Orange Democratic Movement (ODM) 
had sufficient support to win Kenyas presidential and parliamentary elec- 
tions. Second, that the polls would be fixed in order to ensure a second 
term of office for President Mwai Kibaki of the Party of National Unity 
(PNU):* Kibera’s voters turned out to be astute political analysts. Parlia- 
mentary returns showed a resounding victory for ODM, which won ninety- 
nine parliamentary seats to PNU’s forty-three.“ Early tallies showed Raila 
ahead by close to a million votes, and, as Branch notes, the morning edi- 
tions of Kenyas major dailies “had effectively called the election for him” 
on December 29.” But by early afternoon Raila’s lead had dwindled to a 
mere one hundred thousand votes, and on the third day after the election, 
the Electoral Commission of Kenya (ECK) declared victory for Kibaki 
before teatime.” In a telling contrast to his jubilant inauguration before 
thousands of wananchi and foreign dignitaries a few years earlier, Kibaki’s 
2007 swearing-in occurred in private at State House before a small group 
of close associates, with Moi the chief dignitary present.“ 
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The vote tabulation was regarded by observers, by NGOs, and by many 
of the wananchi as a deliberate shambles of epic proportion, carried out 
by PNU with the collusion of a number of operatives in the ECK. Even 
before the tallies were complete, ODM levied allegations of vote rigging 
as Raila’s lead dropped off suspiciously and precipitously. After Kibaki was 
declared the winner, Raila reinforced the message that the election was 
rigged, noting at an international press conference, “Kenyans are deeply 
disturbed and angered by the attempt of this Government to steal this 
election through a process that was fraudulent at every step of the way,” 
and adding, “I cannot and would not accept a Kibaki win; the results are 
there, if I had lost I would have accepted, this is fait accompli (over)?* 
The ODM leadership called for a campaign of civil disobedience, and as 
Human Rights Watch reported, “Police in Nairobi shot demonstrators 
under circumstances that remain largely unexplained on every day that 
significant opposition protests attempted to convene in the capital.”*° 

Similar crackdowns on ODM protesters occurred in other major urban 
centers. And when ODM supporters in Kisumu and other urban centers 
targeted Kikuyu property, turning to vandalism and looting to the chant 
of “No Raila, No Peace!” the police used live ammunition to subdue them, 
injuring many bystanders as well. As the official government inquiry, the 
Waki Commission, later explained, “Luo Nyanza rose up to protest what 
was seen as a rigged election. .. . Unlike other parts of the country that 
were ravaged by violence in the postelection period, the majority of deaths 
recorded in Luo Nyanza were as a result of shootings attributed to the po- 
lice?” In Nairobi, running battles took place across Kibera and the city’s 
other poor neighborhoods as youthful gangs of ODM and PNU support- 
ers attacked each other and the police used live ammunition against them. 

The violence that broke out with the announcement of a Kibaki victory 
was not merely a response to the election results, but deeply rooted in the 
politics of “belonging,” postcolonial land policy, and the personalization of 
political power. Tensions around these issues had only increased since the 
violence of the 1990s, with many state actors working to actively exploit 
rather than to curb them, some going so far as to develop ethnic militias 
and co-opt criminal gangs. Disaffected urbanites regarded their material 
existence as inextricably linked to having “their” Big Men at the pinna- 
cle of power. “There appeared to be a strong perception among voters,’ 
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the report of the Commonwealth Observer Group noted, “that having a 
kinsman in State House would substantially increase their access to the 
national cake.” 

In a brutal redux of the violence of the previous decade, Kalenjin 
in the Rift turned on “outsiders,” primarily Kikuyu who were perceived 
as supporters of Kibaki, while the local Kalenjin supported Raila.” It is 
worth noting the similarities between the discussion of electoral vio- 
lence in the Akiwumi Commission of 1998 and the Waki Commission of 
2008. The earlier commission reported, “In each clash area, non-Kalenjin 
or non-Maasai, as the case may be, were suddenly attacked, their houses 
set on fire their properties looted and in certain instances, some of them 
were either killed or severely injured with traditional weapons like bows, 
arrows, spears, panga, swords and clubs. . . . The attacks were barbaric, 
callous and calculated to drive out the targeted groups from their farms, 
to cripple them economically and to psychologically traumatize them?” 
The Akiwumi Commission arrived at the conclusion that the clashes 
were “carefully planned” to “recover ancestral land” for the Kalenjin and 
“to drive away the ‘madoadoa’ (spots/foreigners) in order to achieve the 
main political purpose” of renewing the Rift into a Kalenjin zone.” The 
2008 commission reported that around Eldoret, a major town in the Rift, 
“gangs with crude weapons also barricaded access to various sites, in- 
cluding farming communities in the largely Kikuyu inhabited settlement 
schemes. Here, mostly unsuspecting and terrified victims were suddenly 
overwhelmed by large numbers of Kalenjin youth who set fire to their 
compounds, burned and stole their possessions, as well as maiming, gang 
raping, and hacking to death large numbers of defenseless families, most 
of whom were Kikuyu.”” 

In areas of the country where Luo and Kalenjin were “strangers,” Ki- 
kuyu militias began a violent reprisal campaign using the same tools of 
terror and intimidation mobilized in the Rift Valley to reclaim territory for 
the “sons of the soil” For instance, criminal gangs, such as the infamous 
Mungiki, carried out attacks against supporters of Raila Odinga in the Rift 
Valley towns of Nakuru and Naivasha, targeting mainly Luo and Kalen- 
jin residents, and forcing thousands to flee their homes.” By mid-January 
2008, the cycle of violence had spread west from Nairobi and engulfed 
much of the Rift Valley and reached as far as Kisumu. 
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In early February peace talks organized by the UN and led by former 
UN secretary general Kofi Annan were under way, and Kibaki and Odinga 
came to the negotiating table to avoid greater civil unrest. When a power- 
sharing deal, the National Accord and Reconciliation Act, was signed 
on February 28, Kenya was pulled back from the brink of disaster.” The 
agreement provided for the creation of the post of prime minister to be 
held by Odinga, but there was no talk of overturning the election results 
and starting campaigns anew.” With the agreement, Kenyas most violent 
electoral season, which had seen rigging on both sides and continuation of 
the “tradition” that no sitting Kenyan president be voted out of office, was 
finally concluded. The Kibaki-Odinga government and the wananchi had 
to come to terms with the aftermath of the violence, which had claimed 
upward of fifteen hundred dead and added nearly six hundred thousand to 
Kenya's already significant number of internally displaced persons (IDPs). 
By mid-2008, with basic security restored, questions of justice, recon- 
ciliation, and the development of a new constitutional framework had 
emerged in high relief. 


Representations and International Relations: From 
“Tribal Atavism” to Obama 


International press coverage of the postelection violence was structured 
by common tropes about violence and conflict in Africa and overwhelm- 
ingly ignored the long-standing patterns of electoral manipulation and re- 
lated violence detailed above as well as the deeper issues of colonial land 
policy and postcolonial regionalism. Even the most respected news agen- 
cies could not resist tantalizing readers with reductive descriptions of the 
“tribal” violence and “primitive” conflict exploding from beneath Kenyas 
veneer of civilization and modernity. Most pointedly, Jeffrey Gettleman, 
East Africa Bureau chief for the New York Times, wrote within scant days 
of the outbreak of violence, “The election seems to have tapped into an 
atavistic vein of tribal tension that always lay beneath the surface in Kenya 
but until now had not provoked widespread mayhem.” 

Failing to situate the violence within Kenya's particular history and 
contemporary politics, coverage also lumped the country’s specific strug- 
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gles together with the cataclysmic ethnic cleansing and genocide that had 
engulfed the nearby Great Lakes region in the 1990s. Within a few weeks 
of the election, the BBC dared to ask, “Could Kenya Become Rwanda?”” 
Writing on the church burning in Eldoret discussed earlier, the corre- 
spondent for Der Spiegel, Germany's major daily, observed, “The scenes 
are grim reminders of the genocide of Rwanda, where hundreds of thou- 
sands of people were massacred in just a few weeks in 1994. Many of the 
deaths in Nairobi too seem to have resulted from tribal clashes.”** Such 
comparisons to the Rwandan genocide were dangerously unfounded, 
with the violence and rhetoric more about electoral politics and land 
rights than a function of an orchestrated campaign to eradicate entire 
ethnic communities. Overall, such broad comparisons and bald stereo- 
typing failed to inform audiences abroad about the political complexity 
of the conflict, the organized and diversified character of the perpetra- 
tors, and the historical issues at stake. Calling to mind the coverage of 
Mau Mau analyzed in chapters 2 and 4, the 2008 images of young men 
wielding spears, machetes, and bows and arrows, together with simplistic 
discourse about the tools of violence, did little to explain the historic real- 
ities and marketed the mistaken, simplistic notions that the election had 
“re-awakened ancient ethnic rivalries” and that Kenyans were “settling 
scores the old fashioned way.” 

Kenyans, in contrast, understood how the complicated history and 
contemporary stakes of the violence were rooted in ethnic patrimonialism 
and attendant inequality, regionalism, and political corruption. As one 
perpetrator in Eldoret stated, “We got incited. . . . They would tell us, Now 
you see the government has gone to Central Province. We should fight to 
ensure that all the resources come back in accordance to our wish? The 
businessmen said that roads would be built in Central Province only. They 
said that if the ODM had won we could have received favors and develop 
more economically than the other regions.’ For others the motivation 
to pick up arms was to simply put money in their pockets, as perpetra- 
tors were widely reported to have been paid, with the violence carried out 
overwhelmingly within poor communities. Many also cited the contested 
land question in opportunistic and historical context. As another perpe- 
trator lamented, “Maybe in the next 10 years we will have such a genera- 
tion when all the outdated leaders who plant colonial thoughts in us will 
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be no more. Maybe one acquired two acres of land illegally during the co- 
lonial times and so he wants to protect it. Those who stole public property 
earlier are the ones who are sponsoring such activities to safeguard their 
corrupt gains? ® 

The violence surrounding the election coincided with the middle of 
the US presidential campaign season. Kenyas troubles provided a fresh 
space for Obama’s supporters and detractors to insert him into narratives 
of Kenyan history and contemporary politics where he did not belong and 
to characterize him again as a “son of the soil” of Western Kenya. In gen- 
eral, discourse on Obama's connection to Kenya's election crisis cast Ken- 
yan politics in boldly “tribalist” terms; more specifically, it attached him 
directly to the Odinga dynasty. For instance, in a BBC interview shortly 
following the election, Odinga claimed that Obama's father was his ma- 
ternal uncle, making the two “Luo” politicians blood relations.” Even 
though the Obama campaign denied such a relationship, Raila’s claiming 
of Obama was eagerly taken up by Obama's political opponents in the 
United States, who wove together narratives asserting that Obama actively 
supported his “cousin” Odinga and was structuring a foreign policy plat- 
form accordingly. 

Unsurprisingly, Jerome Corsi, who, as we learned in chapter 4, de- 
veloped a cottage industry of publishing revisionist narratives of Kenyan 
history meant to discredit Obama, was among the most active in endeav- 
oring to connect Obama and Odinga personally and politically. Obama 
Nation presented Raila as “the most extreme Luo in Kenyan politics,” and 
as a closeted Muslim, invoking the lexicon mobilized by the American Far 
Right to rebuke Obama and reinforcing claims about the association and 
affinity of the two “Luo tribesmen.”® At the same moment, such charac- 
terizations laid the foundation for dangerous misreadings of the sources 
and nature of the 2007 election, and the involvement of Raila and Obama 
in the postelection strife. 

Corsi ascribed responsibility for the violence directly to the actions 
of Raila and ODM. Noting Raila’s claim that he lost the presidency due to 
electoral fraud, Corsi stated, “Odinga’s claim led to widespread fighting 
that killed more than 1,000 people.’ He also asserted that “while proving 
involvement is difficult, many in Kenya assumed the postelection violence 
was supported, if not organized, behind the scenes by Odinga and his Or- 
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ange Democratic Movement: Corsi thereby situated the blame for the 
violence explicitly in Raila’s declaration and tacitly in an ODM plot rather 
than in the complex material reasons detailed above.® 

Corsi also addressed Obama's phone call to Odinga, made from the 
campaign trail a week after the announcement of the election results, 
and points out that Obama had reiterated to reporters that Raila be- 
lieved “the votes were not tallied properly’ “Odinga’s charge against 
Kibaki, namely that there had been irregularities in the vote tabula- 
tion,” Corsi contended, “was certain to play well with liberal Demo- 
crats who still believe that George W. Bush stole the 2000 presidential 
election from Al Gore?” Such a contention elided the statements of 
various international election observers discussed above, tightened 
the ties between Obama and Odinga, and underscored similarities in 
the electoral fortunes of Obama’s Democratic Party and Raila’s Orange 
Democratic Movement. 

Characterizing Raila as a “Muslim sympathizer,’ Corsi offers an 
egregious and dangerous misreading of the postelection violence as reli- 
giously based. Privileging the voices of evangelical “Christian missionar- 
ies? Corsi noted that they had “reported that more than three hundred 
Christian churches were severely damaged or destroyed in the wave of 
violence that swept the country, but mosques were left undisturbed.” 
Corsi extrapolated, “The violence was not only Luo against Kikuyu, it 
was also Muslims against Christians, reflecting the divisions that op- 
posed Kibaki and supported Odinga”® A demographically grounded 
analysis of the church burnings indicates that the overwhelming ma- 
jority of violence occurred in Nyanza Province, Central Province, and 
the Rift Valley, all heavily Christian areas, and among Kikuyu, Luo, and 
to some extent Kalenjin, all of whom are predominantly Christian, with 
pockets of adherents to traditional religions and scant Muslims. Corsi’s 
figuring of the postelection violence along clear binary religious lines 
also draws from the stream of American popular idioms of the “clash of 
civilizations.” This religiously driven reading pointed tacitly to the dan- 
gers and risks of having a “Muslim sympathizer” in a position to contest 
the presidency in Kenya—or in America. Overall, The Obama Nation’s 
narrative of Kenya’s political history maps onto Raila and ODM the same 
kind of threatening “Otherness” that the American Far Right has applied 
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to Obama, and in drawing tight, even familial connections between the 
two men reinforces the perception of Obama as a “stranger” to America 
and a “son of the soil” of Kenya. In reality, Obama himself remained way 
outside the fray of Kenyas electoral conflict. When he did address the 
violence from the campaign trail in an interview with Capital FM Kenya, 
he did so in decidedly neutral terms: 


I have personally been touched by your generous, democratic spirit 
through my ties to my own family, and during my travels to Kenya— 
most recently as a United States Senator in 2006. This Kenyan spirit 
rises above ethnic groups or political parties, and was on display in 
Kenya's recent election, when you turned out to vote in record num- 
bers, and in a peaceful and orderly way. But recent troubling events 
in Kenya bear no resemblance to the Kenya I know and carry with 
me.... We must not look back years from now and wonder how and 
why things were permitted to go so horribly wrong. Kenya, its Afri- 
can friends, and the United States must now be determined pursuers 
of peace—and this determined pursuit must start today with in- 
dividual Kenyans refusing to resort to violence, and Kenyan leaders 
accepting their responsibility to turn away from confrontation by 
coming together.” 


Celebrating his Kenyan heritage in a general way, and putting the primary 
onus on the wananchi and the Kenyan political leadership to achieve 
unity and restore peace, Obama disappointed observers on both sides of 
the political spectrum in the United States and many in Kenya who ex- 
pected him to come out strongly in support of a more intensive US role 
in mediating or even intervening in Kenya's troubles. This broad-based, 
neutral statement prefigured the Obama administration’s approach to 
Kenya and to the president’s heritage during the first term. Five years 
later, the president’s own response to Kenya's 2013 contested election and 
the ICC indictments of Kenya’s top two politicians for their alleged roles 
in the violence of 2008 proved much the same, although members of the 
administration took a more critical line. The next section turns to Ken- 
yas tenuous efforts to cope with the aftermath of the electoral violence 
and forge a fresh political path. 
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Building the Coalition of the Accused 


As a tense peace was restored in Kenya over the winter of 2008, justice and 
reconciliation emerged at the forefront of public discourse. The country’s 
future was debated on the street and in the press, and memories of the vio- 
lence of 1992 and 1997 discussed above and of the political assassinations 
of Mboya and Ouko examined in chapter 3 rose to the surface. The most 
pressing question was whether or not Kenya’s historic culture of impunity 
would be allowed to continue. The hope was that this time would be dif- 
ferent as evidence from investigations and observations by international 
agencies like Human Rights Watch and the new government's own ofh- 
cial inquiry, the Waki Commission, clearly demonstrated that the violence 
had been orchestrated by Kenya's politically connected class: elected poli- 
ticians, employees of the civil service and security forces, and members of 
the media.” Yet, the Waki Commission report, published in October 2008, 
failed to specifically finger perpetrators from among the highest echelons 
of the political elite—the commissioners were unwilling or unable to name 
their own bosses. The commission’s most significant contribution was its 
specific recommendations to establish a local tribunal to “seek account- 
ability against persons bearing the greatest responsibility for crimes, par- 
ticularly crimes against humanity, relating to the 2007 General Elections 
in Kenya?” 

As the next year elapsed and international pressure mounted on the 
Kenyan government to prosecute those responsible for the violence, no 
action was taken to establish the judicial framework recommended by the 
commission. Despite their initial hopes, the wananchi were unsurprised; 
numerous Moi-era commissions had failed to go anywhere.” In this con- 
text, Kofi Annan sent the names of the alleged orchestrators of the vio- 
lence to the ICC in the Hague during the summer of 2009. The Kenyan 
public was initially supportive, with “Don't be vague, let’s go to the Hague,” 
becoming a catchphrase around the country.” 

By December 2010, ICC chief prosecutor Luis Moreno Ocampo had 
identified six individuals deemed most responsible for the violence. While 
Kibaki and Odinga were not named, MP and Deputy Prime Minister 
Uhuru Kenyatta, son of Jomo Kenyatta, MP William Ruto, as well as the 
commissioner of police, the director of a Kalenjin-language radio station, 
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and four key political operatives were eventually indicted to wide inter- 
national praise.” Almost a year into his first term, Obama commented, 
“Kenya is turning a page in its history, moving away from impunity and di- 
visionism toward an era of accountability and equal opportunity?”® In 
early 2012, charges were confirmed for four of the six indictees, including 
Kenyatta and Ruto. At the same time, Kenya was engaged in crafting a new 
constitution, a key stipulation of the 2008 power-sharing agreement, and 
in August 2010 Kenyans voted on a new constitution aimed at establish- 
ing a federalized system of government with clear checks on presidential 
power. Accepted with 68 percent of the vote, the constitution fundamen- 
tally changed Kenya's political landscape, breaking up colonial-era prov- 
inces and devolving power into forty-seven counties, each with its own 
governor and county legislature.” 

Questions of devolution, justice, and Kenyas relations with the 
West dominated the political scene in the buildup to the March 2013 
presidential elections as establishment politicians jockeyed for posi- 
tion and formed new coalitions.” Prime Minister Odinga emerged as 
the standard-bearer for the new Coalition for Reform and Democracy 
(CORD).” Ruto, who had held two ministerial posts in the second Ki- 
baki government as well as being an MP, made his ICC indictment work 
for him, teaming up with fellow indictee Kenyatta; this “alliance of the 
accused” campaigned on the idea that the court was a neocolonial in- 
stitution that the West was using to again determine Kenya's fate.*° The 
pair’s political allies even went so far as to argue on the floor of the Par- 
liament that Kenya should withdraw as a signatory to the Rome Statute, 
which had established the ICC. Summing up the attitude of Kenyat- 
ta-Ruto supporters, Kiriatu Murungi, who was then minister of energy, 
argued, “If you look at the signatories of the statute you will see only 
African and former colonies appeared to be tried at the ICC. ... There 
will be no American who will ever be tried by the ICC. No Briton will 
be tried at the ICC. No French will be tried at the ICC. Why should we 
allow ourselves, as independent countries, to willingly go back to colo- 
nial or neo-colonial situations?”® This notion began to resonate with 
Kenyans, evidenced by opinion polls showing a decline in earlier sup- 
port for the ICC, especially in Kenyatta and Ruto strongholds. Despite 
the slaughter in the Rift not even five years earlier, ordinary Kikuyu and 
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Kalenjin lined up behind their Big Men, believing that Kenyatta and 
Ruto had been unfairly targeted.” 


Representations, International Relations, and the 
“O Factor”: The Wananchi Write Back 


Unsurprisingly, Kenyatta’s and Rutos unprecedented situations—simul- 
taneously occupying top spots on the Jubilee Alliance ticket and on the 
docket of the ICC—attracted international attention. Foreign leaders and 
dignitaries hinted that a Kenyatta-Ruto administration would render 
Kenya a pariah state in the eyes of the international community. Obama 
made very few direct statements about the ICC or Kenyas upcoming 
elections, and when the “Ocampo Six” were named, Obama urged “all of 
Kenya's leaders, and the people whom they serve, to cooperate fully with 
the ICC investigation,” but he also cautioned, “No community should be 
singled out for shame or held collectively responsible. Let the accused 
carry their own burdens—and let us keep in mind that under the ICC 
process they are innocent until proven guilty?® 

A month before the 2013 elections, Obama again spoke in general 
terms, reiterating the call for peace: “The choice of who will lead Kenya is 
up to the Kenyan people. The United States does not endorse any candi- 
date for office, but we do support an election that is peaceful and reflects 
the will of the people.’** Overall, Obama's statements reflected neutral sup- 
port for the institution of the ICC and for Kenyan electoral sovereignty. 

While the president’s words were measured, members of his adminis- 
tration made more direct statements, suggesting that the ICC case would 
be significant to US relations with Kenya in the future. Responding to the 
president’s statement about the Kenya election, George Harris, special 
assistant to the president and senior director for African affairs, stressed 
that the election was “a moment to put strife and impunity firmly in 
the past?® More pointedly, Johnnie Carson, the assistant secretary of 
state for African Affairs and former ambassador to Kenya, repeatedly 
responded at a press conference to questions about Kenyatta with the 
remark “Choices have consequences.”® This language was widely quoted 
in the Kenyan media. 


Political Violence and History at the Ballot Box | 137 


Many Kenyans read the administration’s rhetoric as evidence of the 
neocolonial character of the ICC and of the West’s attitude toward Kenya's 
domestic affairs. Opponents of Raila Odinga took statements by Obama 
and members of his administration as opportunities to bind Odinga with 
Obama, characterizing the Kenyan prime minister as a lackey of his fel- 
low Luo and “cousin” in the White House. For instance, the Huffington 
Post reported in a widely reposted article that there was widespread be- 
lief in Kenya in the “O Factor” The article explained, “Obama, Ocampo, 
Odinga—they all share the distinctive first letter of members of the Luo 
tribe in Kenya, and some in this East African nation believe that the 
three are brothers in a conspiracy to see six suspects convicted at Ocam- 
pos Hague-based court so that Odinga can become president in the land 
where Obama’s father was born?” 

By the time the ICC case was launched, Odinga’s opponents had al- 
ready been borrowing tactics and remaking rhetoric from the American 
Right to portray Raila as a dangerous extremist with disturbing politi- 
co-religious ties to Kenyas Muslim community and worrying ethnic and 
familial ties to the neocolonial West. For example, outlandish claims link- 
ing Obama and Odinga published on WND—that Raila was an “Obama 
funded foreign thug who promised an Islamic state” and that the “commu- 
nist” Raila’s career was being manipulated by a “Democrat firm”— gained 
traction among anti-Odinga circles in Kenya.” Indeed, when Miguna Mi- 
guna, formerly a chief aide to Odinga, wrote a “tell-all” book about the 
prime minister after a bitter falling-out with him, Miguna forwarded his 
manuscript to Corsi, who promoted it on his website for months before 
copies hit the shelves in Kenya.” Articles containing broad, unsubstan- 
tiated claims about Raila’ purported political ineptitude appeared in a 
flurry in the more mainstream Kenyan media as well during the summer 
before Kenya's election, providing fodder for Odinga’s and Obama’ re- 
spective political opponents.*° 

As the campaigns heated up and the ICC cases developed, the inter- 
national press covered events in Kenya and the Hague through the lens of 
“tribalism,’ figuring another outbreak of “tribal violence” to be inevitable 
during the 2013 elections. For example, New York Times Nairobi Bureau 
chief Jeffrey Gettleman invoked the same sort of simplistic, ahistorical 
analysis he had used to characterize the “tribal clashes” of 2008, writing, 
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“Every five years or so, this stable and typically peaceful country, an oasis 
of development in a very poor and turbulent region, suffers a frighten- 
ing transformation in which age-old grievances get stirred up, ethnically 
based militias are mobilized and neighbors start killing neighbors?” One 
CNN segment went so far as to showcase a costumed “local Kikuyu tribal 
militia” preparing for “war” by theatrically engaging in simulated fighting 
with bows and arrows for the camera.” 

In the intervening years between the elections of 2007 and 2013, Ken- 
yans had acquired new tools and technologies with which to “write back” 
against the simplistic depictions of their country’s history and politics as 
being driven solely by “tribal atavism? The tremendous growth in Internet 
and mobile phone availability in Kenya gave the wananchi access to global 
content and global audiences and reinforced connections between Kenya 
and its politically interested, wealthy diaspora. Now able to respond in 
real time to Kenyas critics, Kenyans at home and abroad did so with satire 
and seriousness. For example, an article in the Daily Nation quipped that 
foreign journalists were “armed and ready to attack Kenya?” Noting that 
foreign “demand for Kenyan clichés is outstripping supply,’ the article pro- 
posed an itinerary and lexicon to aid foreign journalists: 


Outings for journalists will include a guided tour of Kibera, a Nairobi 
slum. It should be described as Africa’s largest, teeming with resi- 
dents who are resilient, cheerful and enterprising. Trips to Mombasa 
will include word-packs with steamy, Moslem, tinderbox, golden 
sand and azure sea, designed to fit into any intro. Colour intros 
should include a reference to Happy Valley, Kenya cowboys, leafy 
suburbs and dusty streets. Finally foreign correspondents are urged 
to put their name for “Meet the Mungiki,’ who have kindly agreed to 
perform a traditional oathing ceremony, which can be described as 
“bloodthirsty.” No goats will be harmed.” 


More serious critiques were forthcoming as well. For example, Mukoma 
wa Ngugi, an English professor at Cornell and son of Kenyas most famous 
novelist, explained in one of Britain’s major dailies, “Journalists have been 
left behind by an Africa moving forward: not in a straight line, but in fits 
and starts, elliptically, and still full of contradictions of extreme wealth and 
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extreme poverty, but forward nevertheless? Such pieces were comple- 
mented by the voices of numerous members of the Kenyan media calling 
for peace and denouncing ethnic rhetoric as a political tool.” 

The elections of March 4, 2013, proved that ethnic violence was not 
an inevitable accompaniment to Kenya’s electoral process. By all reports, 
voting was carried out peacefully, with the wananchi turning out in high 
numbers at polling stations across the country. When tallies began to sug- 
gest that the Kenyatta-Ruto ticket had defeated Odinga and his running 
mate, Kalonzo Musyoka, by the slimmest of majorities (50.07 percent of 
the vote), allegations of vote irregularities were voiced alongside calls for 
peace and unity. In this contested election, Kenyans took their challenges 
to the courts instead of to the streets. On March 30, 2013, the Kenya Su- 
preme Court confirmed Kenyatta’s win, and Raila conceded his claim to 
the presidency.” 

Since the beginning of the multiparty era, electoral violence rooted 
in a deep history of inequality and ethnically based patrimonialism has 
shaped the Kenyan political landscape. This violence went largely unac- 
knowledged by the international press, which chose to recognize the un- 
hampered elections of 2002 as confirmation of the West’s image of Kenya 
as “an island of peace in a sea of conflict? When violence in 2008 shattered 
these illusions, Western observers read the situation through the uncom- 
plicated lens of “tribal atavism? 

Occurring in the same year as the violence, the election of the first 
African American president of the United States, and one of Kenyan de- 
scent to boot, did not transform life in Kenya or US-Kenya relations, 
contrary to the expectations of many wananchi. Kenyans’ patrimonial 
expectations of their “son” did not accord with American political reali- 
ties. At the same time, political pressure on Obama applied through the 
American Far Right’s continued efforts to paint Obama as a “son of the 
soil” of Western Kenya and thus a dangerous outsider were reinforced by 
images of “ethnic clashes” and “tribal war” in his alleged home country 
and by depictions of his purportedly close relationship with “his fellow 
Luo tribesman,” the “radical” Raila Odinga. For their part, by 2010 the 
wananchi consumed and reacted to these representations of Kenyan 
history, politics, and culture through mobilizing digital media to “write 
back” against them or to rework them to forward their own political 
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ends on the local and global levels. The upcoming final chapter delves 
deeper into American foreign policy toward Africa in the Obama era, 
inquiring into the ways in which the president’s Kenyan heritage has or 
has not interacted with American and Kenyan politics to shape his ad- 
ministration’s approach to Africa.” 
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7 


Obama for Africa or Africa for Obama? 


Mr. Deputy Speaker, Sir, indeed, history is in the making. I knew 
that we can all try to relate to President Obama in various ways. This 
morning I was listening to the BBC and I heard the Southern Suda- 
nese claim that President Obama is Sudanese. Just sitting here next 
to my learned friend, Mr. James Orengo, he is saying that even the 
Irish are claiming parentage of President elect Barack Obama. Ev- 
erybody is claiming a piece of Barack Obama. Be that as it may, what 
does it actually mean for the world today? 

—Kalonzo Musyoka, 2009! 


Across the continent, the initial years of the Obama administration were 
marked by a flurry of excitement about the potentially positive implications 
the election of the first African American president of the United States held 
for Africa. While the Kenyan press dubbed Obama “Kenyas Gift to Amer- 
ica; efforts to claim the US president were certainly not confined to East 
Africa.’ Discourses flowing from myriad African nations broadly embraced 
Obama as a symbol of diasporic leadership and simultaneously read his po- 
litical ascendancy through conspicuously local politics of belonging. 

This chapter examines how Obama’ ascendancy has affected Africa, 
tracing the broad brushstrokes of American foreign policy to the microp- 
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olitics of uneven development in the village of Kogelo. It explores whether 
the Obama administration's Africa policy has reflected a nuanced, second- 
generation “immigrant insider” view of the continent’s place in the world 
or a more blunt Western perspective, that of a world leader interested pri- 
marily in the primacy of American political power. It asks to what de- 
gree the efforts to paint Obama as a “son of the soil” of Kenya discussed 
throughout this book have or have not influenced the administration’s Af- 
rica policy. In so doing, the chapter addresses how since Obama’ election 
in 2008, Africans generally and Kenyans in particular have mobilized digi- 
tal media to compare and contrast American politics with those across the 
continent, to articulate their expectations, desires, and disappointments 
vis-a-vis Obama, to hash out ethnic politics, and to write back against the 
inaccurate representations of Kenyas past and present that have prolifer- 
ated with Obama's ascendancy. 

Obama's Kenyan heritage opened a space for lively debates about the 
nature of African versus American politics.’ From the 2008 campaign to 
the 2009 inauguration, African writers across the continent and through- 
out the diaspora addressed the Americanness of Obama's rise, drawing 
upon it to express African desires and African discontents. Kenyan com- 
mentary was particularly pointed, suggesting that the politics of patronage 
would have made Obama’ ascendancy impossible in Kenya itself. Mark- 
ing out a sharp contrast between Obama and the archetypal Big Man, 
one editorialist explained, “You are in business if you are a son of a past 
president or party leader, a political opportunist as opposed to a crusader 
for people's rights, have vast wealth, have been on the political scene for 
awhile and can bring the advantage of your tribal numbers.”* Likely with 
the histories of the entrenched Kikuyu and Luo political dynasties dis- 
cussed in this book in mind, one writer even suggested that as a “Luo” in 
Kenya, Obama would have met the same fate as Odinga, Mboya, Ouko, 
and other past political luminaries. 

In a similar vein, during the US campaign season, a writer from 
Cameroon described Obama's success as a most extraordinary feat that 
could “only be achieved in America, the land of opportunities, even if 
these opportunities are not always equal,’ and further speculated that 
if Obama had been born Cameroonian, local authorities “would have 
banned his political rallies, brutalised his followers and sympathisers, 
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Figures 7.1 and 7.2. “Obama Inc.’ African merchants selling Obama wares in 
Djenné, Mali (left), and Accra, Ghana (right). Photographs courtesy of Doris 
Wright and Don Wright. 


and ordered [him] to toe the line?” And, while a writer from Namibia 
called Obama’ rise stuff of “a fairytale nature” possible only in the United 
States, another author from Abuja noted that Nigerians had to embrace 
a message of “change” emanating not from their own government but 
from America.® 

Celebrations of Obama's rise were also made to speak to particular 
political contests and to Pan-Africanist attitudes more generally. For one, 
taking a cue from Obama’s own campaign rhetoric, the Zimbabwean op- 
position party Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) noted that the 
Obama election was “a victory of hope, faith, change, a restart, values and 
dreams which have underpinned our fight . . . against dictatorship and the 
neo-fascism of (President) Robert Mugabe?” Other writers from around 
the continent used the 2008 election to affirm broad, Afrocentric readings 
of world history, claiming, for instance, that Obama was simply the latest 
in a long line of “Great Black Men Who Dominated the World”? The 2008 
US election provided an important space for Africans to debate “the poli- 
tics of victimhood” versus “the politics of hope” in ways that both shined 
significant light on African governance generally and promoted local poli- 
tics with an entrepreneurial spirit.’ 

While the press and other media outlets across the continent ap- 
proached Obama's rise with largely unfettered optimism about the benefits 
that the election of an American president of Kenyan descent could poten- 
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tially hold both for the continent as a whole and for their own localities, 
African scholars and intellectuals were more circumspect about what an 
Obama presidency would mean for Africa. For example, renowned Cam- 
eroonian philosopher and political theorist Achille Mbembe remarked 
with caution during the campaign that even with all the praise erupting 
from across Africa, Obama himself had not yet “indicated a willingness 
to significantly depart from the outdated view of the continent that has 
underpinned US policy since the end of the Cold War?” Indeed, Africa 
seemed to feature only minimally in Obama’s larger foreign policy vi- 
sions." According to a former assistant secretary of state for Africa who 
served as an adviser to the campaign, while Obama's strategy for the conti- 
nent was focused on economic integration, security, and democratization, 
this strategy was rarely addressed by the campaign.” Further, analyses of 
the transcripts of the three presidential debates and the one vice presiden- 
tial debate of 2008 show that “Africa” was uttered only three times and 
“Kenya” was mentioned just once.” 

After the excitement of the campaign and election died down, more 
sobering scholarly critiques of Obama's foreign policy vis-a-vis Africa 
emerged—his Kenyan heritage provided no free passes. During the first 
years of the Obama presidency, scholars pointed out that despite an in- 
crease in foreign aid during the Bush administration, the post-9/11 focus 
on the “war on terrorism” had actually eroded American diplomatic influ- 
ence on the continent. Taking note of the mounting pressure in domestic 
politics, the ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the global eco- 
nomic recession, intellectuals were quick to remark that Africans should 
not expect much more than “symbolic support” from the first African 
American president of the United States." 

During the summer of 2009, Obama made his first presidential visits 
to the African continent, traveling to Egypt and then to Ghana—but not 
to Kenya. Delivering a speech in Cairo popularly dubbed as “an address 
to the Muslim world,’ he emphasized his own familial connections to Af- 
rica and Islam with the aims of highlighting shared cultural affinities and 
diffusing popular notions that American foreign policy was shaped by re- 
ligion.” Perhaps as a reward for Ghana's successful 2008 democratic elec- 
tion, or their emerging role as a new oil-producing state, or as a nod to the 
long affinity African American civil rights leaders have had for the coun- 
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try, Ghana's coastal city of Accra was selected as the location for Obama's 
first official statement in sub-Saharan Africa.® Reflecting on Ghana's his- 
tory as the first country south of the Sahara to win freedom from colonial 
rule and emphasizing his African heritage, Obama's remarks in Accra re- 
inforced his policy agenda for the continent. His focus on the role Africans 
should play in fighting corruption and promoting development in a later 
speech before the Ghanaian Parliament echoed remarks he had made as 
a senator in regard to Kenya discussed in chapter 3. Obama argued, “We 
must start from the simple premise that Africa’s future is up to Africans. I 
say this knowing full well the tragic past that has sometimes haunted this 
part of the world. After all, I have the blood of Africa within me, and my 
family’s own story encompasses both the tragedies and triumphs of the 
larger African story?” 

Media and scholarly responses to the statement and speeches and to 
the Obama administration’s Africa policy followed trajectories like those 
of reactions to the 2008 campaign and election. Both the Cairo and the 
Ghana speeches were met with great celebration and fanfare in the domes- 
tic and international press, signaling perhaps hopes for a new and more 
personalized engagement with Africa by the administration. Scholars in 
turn were quick to point out the disconnects between hopeful expecta- 
tions and policy. Early assessments of the Obama administration’s track 
record regarding Africa pointed to more continuities than changes. For 
example, while at first glance portions of the Accra statement seem to sug- 
gest a departure from neocolonial modes of political engagement with the 
continent, Obama's repeated stressing that African issues should be left 
“up to Africans” was reminiscent of a 1970s call by Jimmy Carter for “Afri- 
can solutions to African problems." 

In many respects, however, Obama’s approach to Africa was ham- 
strung by global forces. The advent of the world economic recession and 
the ongoing “global war on terror” left little political and practical capital 
for fresh initiatives on the continent. Consequently the administration's 
African agenda mirrored long-established paradigms of engagement 
through humanitarian aid, security issues, and the politics of oil. Of these, 
security initiatives have been the most visible element of the administra- 
tion’s approach to Africa and reflect the legacy of the Bush administration's 
“global war on terrorism? 
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From active military involvement in Libya to US support for antiter- 
rorism operations in Somali, security interventions even inspired a feel- 
ing among some African politicians that Obama's foreign policy agenda 
was detrimental to Africa. For instance, some critics of the US military 
intervention to overthrow Mu‘ammar Gadhafi of Libya in 2011 argued 
that Obama's actions were contrary to historic Pan-Africanist goals of 
African unity. Dictator of Libya for decades and chairperson of the Af- 
rican Union (AU) from 2009 to 2010, Gadhafi lent significant financial 
support to the AU. He had also been a major supporter of the antiapart- 
heid movement, so much so that one of Nelson Mandela's grandsons 
was called “Gaddafi.” The patronage of the “King of Kings” (Gadhafi 
had been styled as such by a conclave of one hundred Kenyan elders for 
whom he sponsored a lavish junket to Libya in 2010) on the continent 
extended even to the humble shores of Lake Victoria, as members of the 
Luo Council of Elders (LCE) made several trips to Libya between 2009 
and 2011, returning each time with monetary donations.” This sort of 
patronage, carried out on a microscale but across far-flung locales, to- 
gether with a nostalgia for Kwame Nkrumah’s vision of a “United States 
of Africa” that Gadhafi had cleverly co-opted, prompted strong cri- 
tiques of the Obama administrations activities in Libya in particular and 
across the continent more generally. Most boldly, Namibian prime min- 
ister Nahas Angula asserted, “Obama did not show any respect for the 
African continent during his first term?” Generally less influenced by 
notions of “respect” and “diasporic responsibility” than members of the 
media, numerous scholars have posited that the administration’s modes 
of engagement on the continent gave lie to Obama's rhetoric voiced in 
Accra that “Africa’s future is up to Africans?” 

By the beginning of Obama's second term in office, the formerly glow- 
ing estimates of African media outlets had taken on more critical tones 
as well. While people across the continent widely celebrated Obama's re- 
election, the level of excitement, even in Kenya, was nowhere near that of 
2008.” African supporters in 2012 often framed their praise less with pre- 
sumptions of diasporic loyalty and more with inducements to the Ameri- 
can president to work harder for the continent. For one, a Kenyan editorial 
in the wake of Obama's 2012 electoral victory expressed both resounding 
praise and an overt call for more action: 
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Africanists who believe Obama has not helped the continent out 
of its vicious cycle of violent conflict, poor governance and wanton 
poverty will be looking for hope in the sober and humane face of 
Obama to light their lives. He cannot shy away from the conflicts 
in Congo, the Maghreb or Horn of Africa any more. Obama should 
look beyond the Arab-Israel conflict and take his eyes off Iran, which 
has become the pet obsession of the West. There is more to world 
peace than Iran’s exaggerated nuclear program.” 


Writing after Obama's reelection, many African journalists offered expla- 
nations of why the president had demonstrated no special commitment 
to the continent during his first term, a number positing that pressures on 
Obama to show clearly that he was a “son of the soil” of the United States had 
played a role. For example, Boniface Mwangi, a Kenyan photographer and 
political activist who admitted Obamamania drove him to take out a loan 
to finance his US trip to the 2009 inauguration, read the administration's 
lack of special concern with Africa through the lenses of political patron- 
age in Kenya and the complex politics of “belonging” in the United States. 
While he noted Obama’s links to Kenya and Africa with pride and expressed 
hopes that Obama's second term would lead to more tangible engagement, 
his optimism was tempered by the recognition that the presidents approach 
to Africa was circumscribed by domestic politics. He explained, “Obama is 
afraid of how he'll be judged, how he'll come out. So he’s not truly himself?” 

More pointedly, in a New York Times op-ed, Kenyan journalist Murithi 
Mutiga noted simply, “Obama has not been perfect,’ but also included a 
lengthy rebuttal of the American Far Right's efforts to paint Obama as a 
Kenyan socialist that this book details in chapter 4.”% Responding directly 
to attempts to situate Obama in an inaccurate, revisionist narrative of 
Kenyan history, Mutiga worked to reframe Kenya's relation to the United 
States, underscoring, “Kenya is anything but a socialist haven. Since in- 
dependence in 1963, Kenya has been America’s staunchest ally in East Af- 
rica?” Such reflections point to the keen awareness among Kenyans of 
how Obama's personal history, and by extension the history of Kenya, was 
being distorted, politicized, and exploited abroad. 

Four years after his visits to Accra and Cairo, a five-day, three-country 
African tour marked Obama's first substantial engagement with the con- 
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Figures 7.3 and 7.4. President Obama (left) looking out from the infamous slave 
quarters on Gorée Island in Senegal. Michelle Obama (right) places a wreath with 
Tanzanian first lady Salma Kikwete at the Dar es Salaam memorial to the victims of 
the 1998 Al-Qaeda bombing of the United States Embassy Building. Official White 
House photos, https://www.whitehouse.gow/africa-trip-2013. 


tinent during his second term, undertaken at a time when his popularity 
on the continent and foreign policy approval numbers had dropped sig- 
nificantly since the euphoria expressed in 2008.” The itinerary—Senegal, 
South Africa, and Tanzania—was targeted to speak to America’s contem- 
porary interests in and historical ties to the continent. The bulk of the tour 
was devoted to South Africa, which receives more than one-third of all 
US exports to Africa.” There the Obamas visited Nelson Mandela’ cell at 
the Robben Island Prison, which offered a space to reflect on the United 
States and South Africa’s common historical experiences of profound ra- 
cial discrimination and heroic civil rights struggles. An official stop at the 
infamous and controversial “door of no return,’ through which slaves de- 
parted from Senegal’s Gorée Island, emphasized the United States’ historic 
connections with West Africa. And a wreath-laying ceremony paying trib- 
ute to victims of the 1998 Al-Qaeda bombing of the US embassy in Dar es 
Salaam, Tanzania, served to reinforce ties forged between the two coun- 
tries in fighting the “global war on terror”*? Official rhetoric throughout 
the trip remained little changed from that of 2009. Kenya was not a part of 
this second and more extensive African tour. 

Questions of when Obama would next visit Kenya persisted after the 
2009 visit. For example, in a brief interview on the eve of Vice President 
Joe Biden's trip to Kenya in 2010, Rachael Nakitare, a senior producer 
and journalist with the Kenya Broadcasting Corporation (KBC), queried 
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Obama about plans to visit the country. Obama made the widely cited 
comment, “Well, Pm positive that before my service as President is com- 
pleted I will visit Kenya again?” Thus, when plans were being discussed 
for the 2013 African tour, Kenyans were hopeful that their country would 
receive the special recognition accorded to South Africa, Senegal, Ghana, 
and Tanzania, and were optimistic that they might get an opportunity to 
relive the Obamamania of 2008 through pageantry and an official visit.” 

However, the highly contentious results of Kenyas March 2013 elections 
and the International Criminal Court (ICC) indictments of Uhuru Kenyatta 
and William Ruto, the newly elected president and vice president, disquali- 
fied Kenya from potential itineraries. Indeed, during a televised “town hall” 
meeting in South Africa in 2013, Obama spoke to what members of the Ken- 
yan press had deemed a “snub” of his ancestral homeland.” Alluding to the 
indictments, he explained, “I was very proud to see the restraint in which 
the election was held. We did not see a repeat of the violence that we saw in 
the last election. But with a new administration that’s also having to manage 
some of the international issues around the ICC, I did not think it was the 
optimal time for me to visit. But as I said, I'm going to— I’ve got three and a 
half years. So if in three years and seven months I’m not in Kenya, then you 
can fault me for not following through on my promise.”** 

Kenyans offered a variety of responses to Obama's decision to not visit 
the country. Most dramatically, Vice President William Ruto’s comments 
hinted that the “snub” potentially threatened bilateral relations, arguing, 
“Obamas failure to visit the country does not stop us running the govern- 
ment. We have other friendly nations we will partner with?» Kenyans easily 
grasped the politics of a presidential visit and the shape of the tacit dialogue 
between the American president and the Kenyan vice president being car- 
ried out in public remarks. As one Kisumu resident remarked, “I understand 
Obama’ decision. His relatives in Kogelo, and in fact all of Nyanza will be 
sad, but our politicians are corrupt, so what can we expect?”** Nonetheless, 
disappointment was palpable in Kenya as Obama again stayed away. For 
example, in responding to the selection of Tanzania over Kenya, one Luo 
noted, “It is like hearing that your son came so close to home, but just visited 
your neighbours and not you his father or mother?” 

We next turn to developments in Obamas “home cubed” since his 
election in 2008. 
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Back in Kenya: A Tale of Two Kogelos 


Figures 7.5 and 7.6. The main building at the Kogelo Village Resort (left) contrasted 


with a local business at the main trading center (right), less than two hundred 
meters away, in May 2013. Photographs by author. 


Returning to Kogelo in May 2013, we were pleasantly surprised that the 
sixty-kilometer drive from Kisumu was smooth and quick. Recalling a 
similar journey in 2004 that took several hours on dilapidated roads, we 
speculated that Obama's election had stimulated tangible investments in 
his paternal homeland. Indeed, with the international attention showered 
on Kogelo since 2008, the area has received a boost in development as- 
sistance from the Kenyan government. As we experienced firsthand, the 
formerly tortuously bumpy road to Kogelo from the main Kisumu-Bondo 
highway was upgraded and paved, and electricity was connected to the 
small village in Siaya County for the first time. Aiming to capitalize on 
this fresh attention, investors trickled into Kogelo, driving up local land 
prices and starting a few new business ventures during the first years of 
the Obama presidency.” Also, tourists interested in the president’s ances- 
tral home made their way to Western Kenya. However, by 2013, the initial 
excitement of Obamamania had died down, and the rural landscape of 
Kogelo reflected increasing inequality. The Obama family’s ties to Kogelo 
were not necessarily a boon to all the village’s residents.” 

Kogelo is now a community of contrast. Run-down maduka, small 
kiosk shops, and businesses visibly struggling to make ends, so typical 
of many rural Kenyan communities, stand at the market crossroad of the 
town center. However, the paved road forks at a glossy sign for the Ko- 
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gelo Village Resort and the Senator Obama Kogelo Secondary School, 
leading ultimately to the homestead of Obama's step-grandmother, who 
is affectionately known as “Mama Sarah” or “Granny Sarah.” The resort, 
which opened in 201, features well-manicured lawns and a swimming 
pool (under construction) opposite the three-story building some Kogelo 
residents call the “White House.” The resort is owned by Nicholas Rajula, a 
controversial former local official and self-proclaimed cousin of President 
Obama.“ Financed in part by a loan of close to twenty million Kenyan 
shillings (KSH) from the Kenya Tourism Development Corporation and 
benefiting from waivers on VAT and import taxes, the property has been 
reported to be worth close to 80 million KSH (close to 1 million US dol- 
lars). With rooms named “Michelle,” “Sasha,” “Malia,” and “Mama Sarah,” 
it is clear that the resort’s goal is to market the president’s connections to 
Kenya—and to Kogelo. The resort’s manager reported a slow but steady 
growth in visitors, adding that the hotel was not yet operating at capacity 
(in summer 2013), and served mainly out-of-town tourists and local pol- 
iticians.” 

Traveling down the road from the hotel, one immediately passes the 
Senator Obama Kogelo Secondary School, which, as its name suggests, 
has also benefited the president’s connection to the area. Since 2006, the 
institution, formerly Kogelo School, has seen nearly a 100 percent increase 
in enrollment, stimulated mainly by the speculation that scholarship op- 
portunities abroad would be forthcoming. Donations from abroad have 
trickled in, including a 2009 gift of $35,000 from the Corporate Coun- 
cil on Africa for new classroom space.* Past the new construction at the 
resort and school, the road then winds down a few more meters to the 
imposing gate of the Obama homestead. No longer can visitors just arrive 
at Granny Sarah's doorstep as they did in 2008; a newly constructed po- 
lice barracks guards the compound twenty-four hours a day. The roughly 
half-mile span of road between the Obama homestead and the main road 
reveals the full scope of recent development in Kogelo. Infrastructure has 
been upgraded and local health-care facilities improved. However, the 
profound economic benefits envisioned for all Kogelo residents in 2008 
have been realized by only a select few. 

The brief development boom and growing inequality in Kogelo did 
not translate into an increase in the village’s political clout. By 2013, even 


152 | Contested Histories and the Politics of Belonging 


the mystique surrounding the Obama name had begun to fade. For in- 
stance, President Obama's half brother Malik launched a campaign for the 
governorship of Siaya County, but the campaign failed to gain political 
momentum. Without the backing of Raila Odinga’s ODM party, Malik 
campaigned as an independent and garnered less than 1 percent of the 
total votes.“ As one reflects back on the dreams and grand visions Kogelo 
residents espoused from 2004 to 2008, two key points become clear. The 
election of a “Luo” to the White House did not translate into the windfall 
that residents would have expected based on their experiences of patrimo- 
nial politics at home. However, the ascendancy of Obama quite literally 
put Kogelo on the map.” At the same time, the voices of its residents began 
to be heard around the world. The next section turns to how the increas- 
ing digitization of media has enabled the wananchi (citizens) to speak to 
global audiences about Kenyas past and present. 


Debating Contested Histories and the Politics of 
Belonging in the Digital Age 


Much of the story of Obama and Kenya has unfolded in a world of in- 
creasingly digitized media. Whether engaging with the political blogo- 
sphere in the United States or the growing digital platforms of African 
news media, readers around the world who are interested in Obama and 
Kenya are more likely to search for answers through Google than they 
are to scan the shelves of bookstores and libraries. When we first began 
this project in 2004, it would have been hard to imagine Kogelo residents 
posting on Facebook or Twitter and reading Kenyan newspapers on their 
mobile phones. However, in the period of Obama's ascendancy, Kenya has 
witnessed a massive increase in “connectivity. With over 50 percent of 
the population now online and more than thirty million mobile phone 
subscriptions throughout the country, the digital spaces for Kenyans to 
comment publicly on their own histories are increasing exponentially.** 
Today’s African intellectuals and amateur historians who have taken to 
the Internet have the potential to reach much broader and more diverse 
audiences than did their forebears whose pamphlets and vernacular news- 
papers we explored in chapter 3. As the explosion of discourse on Obama 
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and Kenya shows, digital media offer Kenyans spaces in which to shape 
international representations of local issues and to debate the politics of 
“belonging” from the local to the global. 

The proliferation of mobile phone and Internet technologies through- 
out the country is helping Kenyans increasingly to express their political 
ideas online. For much of the twentieth century, Kenyans had little chance 
to compete with global representations of their past and present—and 
certainly could not do so in real time. As we learned in earlier chapters, 
in the colonial era, black Kenyans’ opportunities to express discontent 
with the colonial regime and challenge the ways in which Kenyan cul- 
ture and history were represented by British colonials were strongly cir- 
cumscribed. Fifty years after independence, Kenyans can and do take to 
Twitter and Facebook to respond in real time to scathing Western news 
reports like those addressed in the previous chapter or exploitative cine- 
matic portrayals such as those we learned about in chapter 1. For example, 
in 2012, CNN’s coverage of an Al-Shabaab attack in Nairobi that framed 
the incident as representative of endemic violence throughout the region 
sparked outrage among Kenyan viewers who critiqued the network's over- 
wrought portrayal via “#SomeoneTellCNN.” The Kenyan public’s tweeted 
responses to the report were so overwhelmingly negative that the CNN’s 
East Africa correspondent actually apologized for misrepresenting Kenya 
to the network's global audience, an unprecedented move that would likely 
have never occurred in a slower print age.” 

Social and digital news media offer Kenyans at home an important way 
to push back at the global representations of African affairs. These spaces 
are also key media of exchange between East Africa and the three-million- 
strong Kenyan diaspora, which remits over a billion dollars to Kenya 
annually.“ Nonetheless, while digital fora offer a chance for Kenyans to 
participate in the narration of their country’s past and present, the global 
reach of media giants like the New York Times, CNN, and BBC make the 
playing field anything but equal. 

Social media also offer an increasingly important space to debate local 
politics of belonging and to hold political elites increasingly account- 
able for their actions. For example, when former vice president Kalonzo 
Musyoka dismissed a question at an April 2014 press conference because 
of the journalists ethnicity (Musyoka made an assumption based on the 
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journalist’s surname), Kenyans took to Twitter in droves to call out Musy- 
oka. Within just forty-eight hours after the televised press conference 
on Kenyas NTV, more than 11,000 tweets had responded to the hashtag 
#SomeoneTellKalonzoMusyoka and another 2,000 to a related hashtag, 
#EthnicityinKenya.*” Comments about the politics of ethnicity in con- 
temporary Kenya were revealing as many dismissed the former VP as a 
“tribalist,” while others admitted that Musyoka’s comments “portray what 
many think, but don’t say? 

In a similar vein, from late spring 2014 into winter 2015, Gatundu 
South member of Parliament (MP) Moses Kuria took to Facebook and 
Twitter to condemn the ODM opposition led by Raila Odinga in a series of 
posts that accused ODM of supporting terrorist attacks in Lamu and went 
so far as to revive the infantilizing old charge that Luo were “boys” rather 
than “men” because Luo do not circumcise, which is the Kikuyu marker 
of adulthood. After online outrage over Kuria’s comments overflowed into 
the Kenyan press, the country’s director of public prosecutions, Keriako 
Tobiko, initiated a charge of hate speech against the MP.” 

Yet, while digital media have offered Kenyans at home and abroad new 
avenues and ease of expression, this freedom has also worked divisively to 
reinforce the importance of ethnic identification and local politics of “be- 
longing.” At the most extreme ends, as we learned in the previous chapter, 
rumors and hate speech were spread widely through mass text messaging 
and vernacular radio in order to incite violence after the 2007 elections.” 
More benignly, among Luo people, debates about the political and moral 
definitions of “Luoness,’ about “claiming” Obama, and about the politics 
of “belonging” carried out in vernacular online forums like jaluo.com 
and the Luo Union Facebook group and on the vernacular radio station 
Ramgoi FM continue to reinforce the notions of Luo identity discussed 
throughout this book.” 

At the same time that digital media, ranging from chat rooms to com- 
ment boxes to social media platforms, have provided sources and spaces 
for challenging misrepresentations of Kenya's past and present, easily ac- 
cessible online materials have also provided fodder with which to reinforce 
them and spaces of comfortable anonymity and unaccountability from 
which to cast aspersions on Obama, which are purportedly historically 
based, but are in fact historically biased. For instance, one commenter on 
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the Right-leaning website the Daily Caller coined the nickname “O’Mau 
Mau’ to refer to the president.** And, as noted above, digital media—based 
misrepresentation has gone global as Obama's opponents have mobilized 
online news sources from the continent and Kenyan government sources 
(newly available on Google Books) to stake claims about Obama's being 
a “son of the soil” of Kenya. While as scholars it is tempting to dismiss 
these flawed readings of Kenya’s past and present as outlandish prattle, it is 
important to keep in mind that a significant proportion of the American 
public takes them at face value and recycles them into popular political 
discourse through various media platforms where they gain deeper trac- 
tion and continue to do political work, ginning up racial prejudice and 
reinforcing a provincial politics of belonging. 

Overall, the representations of Kenya’s politics and history that we 
have examined throughout this book point to how easily ideas of “be- 
longing” can be manipulated to serve political ends and how seemingly 
static self-evident categories like “tribe” are in fact dynamic and compli- 
cated, capable of doing important political work. The African dimension 
of the story of the first African American to hold the presidency of the 
United States will undoubtedly be a continued source of scholarly debate 
for years to come. Indeed, the Obama and Kenya story is still evolving, 
and the narratives produced within a larger geopolitical context can tell 
us a great deal about Kenyas contested past and the ways African issues 
are represented more broadly. They also tell us that the past is constantly 
being renegotiated in the present and that history and contested historical 
interpretations are often an underlying source of debate on a whole host 
of contemporary issues. The following epilogue continues to address these 
themes in the context of Obama’s 2015 “homecoming” in Kenya, the first 
visit of a sitting US president to Kenya. 
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Epilogue 


Tuko Pamoja—We Are Together 


On the evening of July 24, 2015, Air Force One touched down at Nairobi’s 
Jomo Kenyatta International Airport, bringing Barack Obama back to his 
“home cubed” for the first time in nearly ten years. The president arrived 
in Kenya for the Global Entrepreneurship Summit (GES) in Nairobi and 
to meet with Kenyan president Uhuru Kenyatta. Obama then traveled to 
neighboring Ethiopia to meet with President Mulatu Teshome in Addis 
Ababa, also the headquarters of the African Union (AU). All the events 
were contained within a brief, three-day East African diplomatic junket. 

In the almost three decades since Obama had first visited Kenya, 
bumping along the road to Kogelo in his sister Auma’s dilapidated Volk- 
swagen Beetle, the country had experienced tremendous transformations 
and crises, as we have discussed throughout this book. In the months lead- 
ing up to this historic visit, speculation swirled both in Kenya and in the 
United States about how Obama, as the first Kenyan American president 
and the first sitting American president to visit Kenya, would engage with 
Kenya’s contested domestic and international politics and with his own 
complicated heritage. 

A whirlwind of controversy incorporating many of the tropes explored 
in this book encompassed the visit. As we have illustrated throughout, 
discourse about the Obama-Kenya connection is often rife with hyper- 
bole, historical inaccuracies, and political misinformation. Critiques of 


157 


the president's trip were no exception as alarmist voices touched on issues 
ranging from terrorism to tribalism to Birtherism. 

Critics used blanket warnings about “terrorism” and gruesome de- 
scriptions of attacks by Al-Shabaab, the radical Somali-based Islamist ter- 
ror group with links to Al-Qaeda, to question Obama's decision to visit 
Kenya. The US and Kenyan governments jointly announced Obama's 
visit on March 30.' Three days later, Al-Shabaab conducted a bloody as- 
sault on Garissa University College in northeast Kenya, during which 148 
people were killed on a campus near a Kenyan military base where se- 
curity forces waited hours to intervene. Pundits questioned the wisdom 
of making a trip to such a purportedly perilous country despite the fact 
that Garissa is far removed from Nairobi and the attack followed regional 
patterns of insecurity and political violence that have plagued northeast 
Kenya for decades.* Other commentators like William Bellamy, ambassa- 
dor to Kenya under George W. Bush, suggested that while it was unlikely 
that Al-Shabaab would attack the president and his entourage directly, the 
group might exploit the high-profile visit to attack elsewhere in Nairobi, 
“embarrassing” Kenya as the world watched. ° Recalling earlier occasions 
when other periods of political violence and insecurity were dismissed as 
evidence of persistent primordial “tribalism,” Western media accounts re- 
garded the Garissa attack through the simplistic, totalizing prism of the 
“global war on terrorism” (GWOT). 

Most bluntly, shortly before the visit, CNN published an article by its 
Pentagon correspondent asserting that in traveling to Kenya, “President 
Barack Obama [is] not just heading to his father’s homeland, but to a hot- 
bed of terror”* On the same day, the network introduced a segment about 
precautions and measures surrounding the president's trip with the tagline 
“And now security concerns for President Obama on the eve of his trip to 
one of the most dangerous countries in the world?” Similar critiques fol- 
lowed, with one writer going so far as to suggest, “Kenya is arguably more 
treacherous for the president than Afghanistan.” 

CNN also tweeted the story and Kenyans responded in kind, mar- 
shaling the power of social media and the country’s increasing economic 
strength to contest the inflammatory, broad-brush images of their coun- 
try depicted in the Western media.’ Taking to Twitter and reviving the 
hashtag #SomeoneTellCNN discussed in the previous chapter, the wanan- 
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chi (citizens) mocked CNN by appropriating the term “hotbed,” often with 
wry humor, and using it to underscore Kenyas growing economic clout, 
achievements, and culture: “Kenya is a hotbed of entrepreneurship ideas,” 
“Kenya is a hotbed of champions,” “Kenya is a hotbed of BBQ!” As one 
Kenyan tweet suggested, “I think we can now safely say that Kenya should 
request Copyright of the term ‘Hotbed of . . ? From @CNN We actually 


LOVE using the term nowadays,” and another observed, “The term ‘hot- 


bed’ has become vernacular in Kenya.” 

By way of an official response to the Western press’s myopic view of 
contemporary Kenya, the Kenya Tourism Board (KTB), the government 
agency charged with promoting Kenya's tourist industry, suspended a 
million-dollar advertising deal with CNN that was intended to market 
Kenya to a global audience.” And President Kenyatta, speaking at the 
GES, reclaimed the “hotbed” vernacular, describing Kenya as a “hotbed 
of vibrant culture, national beauty, and infinite possibility’ Taking ac- 
tion that reflected the growing power of Kenya's national brand, CNN 
global executive director and managing director Tony Maddox even 
flew to Nairobi in August to apologize in person to President Uhuru 
Kenyatta.” 

Objections to the trip did not focus solely on terrorism. Echoing 
the misconceptions about Kenyan history and ethnic politics analyzed 
throughout this book, critics also posed tribalism as potentially threaten- 
ing to the (Luo) American president in Kenya. For example, in a widely 
cited article on the upcoming Kenya visit, Robert Rotberg speculated that 
the mere presence of Obama, particularly if he decided to visit Kogelo, 
would “do nothing for inter-group harmony in that volatile country?™ He 
asked: 


Do President Obama and his advisors realize that the president’s fa- 
ther was a Luo and that the Luo largely backed President Kenyatta’s 
opponent in the 2012 Kenyan presidential election? The rift between 
Luo and the Kikuyu (President Kenyatta’s people) dates back to at 
least Obama's father’s era when Jomo Kenyatta, Uhuru Kenyatta’s fa- 
ther, ruled Kenya and was opposed by Oginga Odinga. In the last 
presidential contest, which Uhuru Kenyatta won, his chief opponent 
was Raila Odinga, son of Oginga Odinga.” 
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Leaving aside that Rotberg was off by a year in regard to the date of the 
Kenya elections, with this query, he revives the tropes of atavistic tribalism 
and the notion of literally inheritable ethnic animosity we explored ear- 
lier and thus thrusts Obama into the midst of a historical-political rivalry 
where he does not belong. Responding to the articles ahistoricity and eth- 
nic stereotyping, the wananchi mobilized social media, taking Rotberg to 
task on Twitter, chiding the author with remarks such as “LMAO. Robert 
Rotberg say Obama shouldn't visit Kenya coz his dad was Luo and Uhuru 
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is Kikuyu,” and “#SomeoneTellRotberg playing the tribalism card wont 
work?” 

From tweets and Facebook posts to the blogosphere, Kenyans reacted 
forcefully to this simplistic ethnic argument. Noted blogger Dikembe De- 
sembe, for instance, critiqued Rotberg for proposing that the trip could 
morph into a full-scale “Luo-Kikuyu schism,” suggesting that such a 
view revealed Rotberg’s “ignorance of ‘contentious issues’ in contempo- 
rary Luo-Kikuyu relations in all aspects of public life?” He further took 
Rotberg to task for not understanding how Kenyans, particularly the Ki- 
kuyu elite, regarded the visit as a boost to Kenyan global entrepreneurship 
rather than as an exercise in ethnic politics.” Responding on the popular 
website of the Sahan Journal to Rotberg’s argument about the visit stoking 
ethnic conflict, Jamal Axmad-Guudle pointed out that Obama would be 
visiting Kenya first as head of state and “second as a son of Kenya,’ a fact 
clearly recognized by the wananchi.” 

Other critiques of the trip vis-a-vis Obama’s Kenyan heritage centered 
not on tribalism but on whether the president’s personal connections 
were influencing US political interests. For instance, on the day Obama 
arrived in Kenya, Fox News host Bret Baier posted a query on his Face- 
book page: “Is President Obama's Kenya trip necessary, or just Obama 
self-indulgence?”* Responses from the Fox audience ranged from the 
expected, “Think we all could think of a better way to spend 2,000,000 
dollars, rather than on a flight to visit family in Kenya. Just another way 
to hide from his responsibilities as President,” to the absurdist “Free trip 
to see his brothers, and set up the wedding of his daughter, she is worth 
20 goats and some chickens, and probably a meeting with the muslim 
brotherhood to get his terrorist award for his work at the destruction of 


america, its his legacy.” 
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In an interesting reversal, the wananchi trolled Fox, overwhelming the 
Baier thread with their comments. In addition to welcoming Obama and 
shining a light on Kenya's culture and achievements—“Yes it was wise for 
him to come and see our #magicalkenya and also get a feel of M-PESA 
money transfer technology’—Kenyans expressed profound dismay at 
Americans’ racist suppositions and seemingly willful lack of knowledge 
about Kenya. One Kenyan commentator succinctly summed up by invok- 
ing the newly fashionable term “hotbed”: “The comments here are a true 
hotbed of ignorance and stupidity. Period?” 

Unsurprisingly, Birthers, whose movement we explored in chapter 
4, have been very well represented in online forums pertaining to the 
trip like the Facebook page addressed above. Throughout this book, we 
have argued that Obama’s relationship to Kenya has been profoundly 
constrained by the American Right’s use of his Kenyan heritage to in- 
dict him as “foreign,” as “un-American, as “untrustworthy,” and as 
“Other.” Speaking to the New York Times on the eve of the visit, David 
Axelrod, former chief strategist to the president, addressed the issue, 
explaining, “If you're asking me, “Was there a political discussion as to 
whether it would be disadvantageous to show up in Kenya when Donald 
Trump was questioning his citizenship, I dort recall ever having that 
discussion,’ adding witheringly, “But maybe no one needed to have that 
discussion.””® 

Discourse surrounding the trip, even some comments offered jokingly 
by the president himself, further bears out the contention that Far Right 
pressures have restricted Obama's relationship with Kenya. For instance, 
appearing on Fox News the day the trip was announced, John Sununu, 
former governor of New Hampshire and chief of staff to George H. W. 
Bush, argued that by visiting Kenya, Obama would be reviving the passion 
of Birthers. He explained, “I think his trip back to Kenya is going to create 
a lot of chatter and commentary amongst some of the hard right who still 
don't see him as having been born in the U.S. ... I personally think he’s just 
inciting some chatter on an issue that should have been a dead issue a long 
time ago.” Obama himself addressed the critiques with humor during his 
toast at the state dinner welcoming him to Kenya, saying, “I suspect some 
of my critics back home are suggesting that I’m back here to look for my 
birth certificate. . . . Thats not the case,” and stated in his speech to the 
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wananchi at Safaricom Indoor Arena that he was “proud” to be “the first 
Kenyan-American to be President of the United States.”” 

Keeping in line with the conspiracy theories that have followed Obama 
since 2008, Birthers, including Fox News commentator Todd Starnes, took 
to social media to parse the purportedly hidden meaning of the president's 
remarks, suggesting that Obama was tacitly admitting to having been born 
in Kenya.” Birther narratives have continued into the 2016 US presidential 
campaigns, even though Obama is not legally eligible to run for reelection. 
A September 2015 CNN poll found that 20 percent of Americans still be- 
lieve that Obama was not born in the United States, and nearly 30 percent 
claim that he is Muslim.” 

Whether critiquing the trip through claims about Kenya's insecurity, 
the threat posed by tribalism, or Obama's personal “indulgence,” com- 
mentators fail to recognize the geopolitical importance of Kenya and its 
significance to the US interests on the continent. In the last one and a 
half decades, Kenya has emerged as a key strategic partner, along with 
Ethiopia, in efforts to degrade Al-Shabaab in East Africa and Al-Qaeda 
in the Horn. Since the 2011 invasion of southern Somalia by the Kenyan 
Defense Forces, the United States has poured hundreds of millions into re- 
gional counterterrorism operations. As part of the African Union—-backed 
AMISOM mission, Kenya has maintained a strong military presence in 
Somalia and has been a clandestine supporter of US drone strikes and 
counterterrorism operations in the Horn.” 

Critics of the trip also tended to overlook Kenyas economic signifi- 
cance, not merely as a regional center but also as a global growth center. 
With an annual growth rate of close to 6 percent in 2015 (the World Bank 
predicted similar rising rates to continue until at least 2018), Kenya has 
emerged as a regional economic powerhouse.” In particular, the country 
has become a hub of manufacturing industry and technical innovation. 
For example, in his video promoting the GES and welcoming businesses 
to Kenya and “to opportunity,’ President Kenyatta, standing in front of a 
backdrop of Nairobi’s high-rise skyline, described Kenya as “a land once 
known for its savanna, now earning international repute as a silicon sa- 
vanna.”** More specifically, the Kenyan telecom giant, Safaricom, which 
has more than twenty million subscribers, pioneered the mobile money 
transfer service M-Pesa and has recently developed M-Shwari, a mobile 
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banking system.” In 2013, the company acquired branding rights to the 
stadium-arena complex where Obama addressed the wananchi, changing 
its name from Moi International Sports Centre to Safaricom Stadium and 
Safaricom Indoor Arena.” 

Cementing its historic role as the regional corridor for trade and op- 
portunity in Eastern Africa, Kenya has recently made strategic investments 
in infrastructure (neglected for the first forty years of independence), and 
these have been key drivers of the region’s continued growth. A rapidly 
expanding partnership between China and Kenya is also reflected in the 
country’s recent growth; trade between China and the continent was val- 
ued at 222 billion US dollars in 2014.” With Chinese firms winning mas- 
sive contracts to build ports and new roads and railway lines in Kenya, 
Obama's trip provided a space to assert US economic interests and power 
in counterpoint to China’s mounting influence. Finally, Kenya is poised to 
be the central corridor for South Sudan’s exportation of billions of barrels 
of crude oil and for recently discovered commercial reserves in Uganda 
and Northern Kenya. 

However, the economic picture in Kenya is not one of unhampered 
prosperity. Large-scale development projects such as the controversial 
new port planned for Lamu and the development of commercial oil pro- 
duction in Turkana have embroiled local communities, generally to their 
detriment, in the politics of national development. These conflicts be- 
tween the state and the local have been broadly defined by the politics 
of belonging, where regional or ethnic markers are perceived to control 
access to national development schemes. Despite Kenyas recent mount- 
ing economic successes addressed above, the stratification of wealth in the 
country remains profound. A corner of the “silicon savanna” is occupied 
by Kibera, Kenya's largest informal settlement, or slum, with an estimated 
population of over two hundred thousand.** The United Nations Develop- 
ment Programme (UNDP) reports that Kenya suffers significant human 
development losses due to inequality.” Today, noted historian of Kenya 
Robert Maxon’s assessment of the immediate postcolonial era still holds: 
“In independent Kenya, stratification by race would go, but in its place 
would emerge stratification by wealth?” 

The Kenyatta regime has also come under fire from domestic and 
international critics for human rights abuses related to GWOT, most 
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notably Operation Linda Usalama. Carried out in the aftermath of the 
September 2013 Al-Shabaab attack on the tony Westgate Shopping Mall 
in Nairobi, the operation entailed Kenyan security forces going door-to- 
door in Nairobis Eastleigh section, known as “Little Mogadishu” due to 
its long-standing Somali population, and in other parts of the city with 
concentrated Somali populations, and sweeping up thousands of ethnic 
Somalis, including Kenyan citizens and refugees from Somali; many of 
those detained were women and children.“ The detainees were held and 
many interned in Safaricom Stadium, the site of Obama's speech to the 
Kenyan people. The explanation of the process by then cabinet secretary 
Joseph ole Lenku had eerie echoes of British colonial counterinsurgency 
tactics used to combat Mau Mau: “We bring the arrested persons to this 
place, screen them, verify those who have documents and those who do 
not have; we take appropriate action?” Since 2013, the crackdown on the 
Kenyan Somali population has continued and has been defended with in- 
creasingly nativist approaches to regional relations.” Kenyan lawmakers 
have gone so far as to take a cue from the American Far Right and propose 
building an elaborate fence along the Kenya-Somali border in the wake of 
the horrific attack on Garissa University College.“ 

On the eve of the visit, we wrote in Politico about the potential and 
challenges presented by the Obama-Kenya connection and about our 
hopes that Obama, with the combined power of the US presidency and 
his status as Kenyas favorite “son,” would be uniquely empowered to 
speak to key issues such as terrorism, human rights, corruption, and de- 
velopment. This trip, we argued, offered an unprecedented opportunity 
for Obama “to employ his controversial American identity with an au- 
thority no U.S. politician may ever wield again.”* In contrast, the ma- 
jority of pundits in the United States, together with the dozens of foreign 
journalists preparing to travel to East Africa, covered the upcoming visit 
with a provincial focus on contemporary America. For instance, by read- 
ing the controversy over LGBTQ rights in Kenya and on the continent 
more generally through the lens of gay marriage debates in the US, or 
treating Kenya's struggles with Al-Shabaab simply as an example of the 
kind of “Islamo-terrorism” that might befall the United States, global 
media discourse refracted Kenyan issues through primarily American 
perspectives and values.** 
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When Obama landed in Kenya, the expectations of the wananchi ran 
high as they renewed their excitement and turned their eyes to enterprise, 
reviving Obamamania to a degree reminiscent of the celebrations sur- 
rounding Obama's 2008 presidential victory. Local markets throughout the 
country were again awash in Obama paraphernalia. CNN reported, “The 
Obama craze has spared no sector, from mobile phone ringtones offering 
extracts from his speeches, to bespoke billboards highlighting products of 
all kinds in the light of the president's arrival?“ Many Luo sported Obama 
T-shirts and hats emblazoned with the simple Dholuo phrase “Abiro dala” 
(I have come home). 

For its part, the Nairobi county government threw tremendous re- 
sources into beautifying Nairobi for the state visit, going so far as to plant 
grass a few days before the president's arrival and then to replace it with 
turf, which was widely reputed to have been taken up and returned to 
the vendor at the visits conclusion.” After Nairobi county governor Evans 
Kidero made an impassioned Twitter plea for Nairobians to stick to the 
sidewalks and let the grass grow,” the wananchi, true to form, tweeted 
back: “Obama atapiwe googles za green while on Mombasa road #Kiber- 
agrass” (Obama should get green googles while on Mombasa road #Kid- 
erograss)” and “#KideroGrass kwani Obama atakuja na ngombe? What of 
Pope will he build new churches?” (#KideroGrass why is Obama going to 
come with a cow?).” 

Kenyans’ excitement was necessarily tempered, however, by the pres- 
ident’s rigid schedule, which had him spending two packed days in Nai- 
robi. To the disappointment of many in the Luo community, the visit did 
not include a trip to Kogelo. Obama’s relatives brought the spirit of his dala 
(home) to Nairobi, gathering for a family dinner. Nevertheless, 250 miles 
away in Kogelo, the government of Siaya celebrated lavishly, organizing 
the “Obama 7s rugby tournament” and a “Grand Air Force One Welcome 
Party?” 

His visit structured by bilateral talks with Kenyan leaders, a speech to the 
audience of the GES, and an address to the wananchi, Obama seized the op- 
portunities to critique and celebrate Kenya. For example, ignoring warnings 
by Kenyan politicians that he should not bring up gay rights, and despite 
President Kenyattas claim that LGBTQ rights were a “non-issue, and anti- 
gay demonstrations in Nairobi,” Obama spoke forcibly about his opposition 
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Figure E.1. President Obama greeting the audience at the Safaricom Indoor 


Arena in Nairobi, Kenya, July 26, 2015. Official White House photo by Pete Souza, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2015/07/24/behind-lens-photographing- 
president-50-countries. 


to discrimination based on sexual orientation.” At the other end of the spec- 
trum, he embraced, to wide acclaim, the “Lipala? Kenya's latest dancehall 
craze, hitting the dance floor with President and First Lady Kenyatta and his 
national security adviser, Susan Rice, at the official state dinner." 

The trip culminated with a lengthy speech at Safaricom Indoor Arena 
in front of a packed, influential political audience. Obama began his forty- 
minute address to the Kenyan people by pointing to his own humble ori- 
gins in Kenya. Aiming to connect to the Kenyan masses, he recalled how 
during his first visit in 1988, “instead of eating at fancy banquets with the 
President, we were drinking tea and eating ugali and sukumawiki (a daily 
Kenya staple dish)?” Drawing on arguments from his memoir Dreams 
from My Father, Obama connected his family’s Kenyan roots to the na- 
tion’s colonial past. Setting up a critical view of Kenya’s fifty years of post- 
colonial development, he argued for the importance of understanding 
deep and recent histories, of linking past and present, noting: 
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The daily limitations—and sometimes humiliations—of colonial- 
ism—that’s recent history. The corruption and cronyism and trib- 
alism that sometimes confront young nations—that’s recent history. 
But what these stories also tell us is an arch of progress—from for- 
eign rule to independence; from isolation to education, and engage- 
ment with a wider world. It speaks of incredible progress. So we have 
to know the history of Kenya, just as we Americans have to know our 
American history." 


Tempering his critiques of contemporary politics and governance with a 
generalization about the problems of all “young nations,’ Obama then fo- 
cused on the future of Kenya and US-Kenyan relations, citing good gover- 
nance, development, peace, and reconciliation as key markers of success. 
He promised US support for all of the aforementioned issues while at the 
same time holding Kenyans to account, arguing, “Progress requires that 
you honestly confront the dark corners of your own past; extend rights 
and opportunities to more of your citizens; see the differences and diver- 
sity of this country as a strength.”” 

While mobilizing his unique political capital to speak forcefully 
throughout his visit about a range of contentious issues, Obama none- 
theless chose his words carefully. Although he spoke at length about 
terrorism and political violence, his criticisms remained general, not 
targeting particular individuals or regimes, and his calls for peace and 
reconciliation did not point to specific injustices or the long history of 
impunity among Kenya's leaders. Some commentators in Kenya read the 
visit as a tacit endorsement of Kenyatta and Ruto’s Jubilee government; a 
regime marred by the International Criminal Court (ICC) indictments 
of its president and vice president, who had brazenly run for office under 
a slogan pundits deemed “the coalition of the accused” in 2013. Some 
critics saw the timing of the visit toward the end of Obama's presidency 
as awkward, offering “too little too late.”°° Others, however, suggested 
that the trip could mark the beginning of a more intensive engagement 
between the United States and Kenya, which could extend beyond the 
Obama presidency. For one, Kenyan political activist Boniface Mwangi 
expressed both the disappointment in and the continued hopes that Ken- 
yans hold for their favorite “son”: “George W. Bush did more for Africa— 
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it’s a fact—but now Obama has a chance to redeem himself. . . . If you 
look at what he’s done in the last few months, he’s redeemed himself to the 
black community in the United States and he’s redeemed himself to black 
Africans. Have you seen the movie Django Unchained? This is Obama 
Unchained?”* 

In the buildup to the visit, Obama reflected on the political frustra- 
tions of engaging with Kenya as president. Responding to a question 
about the trip during a White House press conference in early July, he 
lamented, “Pll be honest with you, visiting Kenya as a private citizen is 
probably more meaningful to me than visiting as President?” 

Speculation has already begun about what Obama's connection to 
Kenya will yield when he is no longer constrained by the duties of his 
office or the intransigencies of the Far Right. Obama will be only fifty-six 
years old when he leaves office, ideally positioned to play an active role in 
public life for many years to come. Indeed, as of 2015, preparations for his 
presidential library and foundation in Chicago were already well under 
way, with reports stating that the immediate fund-raising goal for his 
postpresidential endeavors was upward of one billion dollars. Obama 
declared to Kenyans, “The next time Im back I may not be wearing a 
suit,’ and he very well may bring a powerful voice and full coffers to bear 
on public missions in East Africa when he leaves office.** While specula- 
tion about Obama's personal future in 2015 is still mainly conjecture, it 
is clear that Kenya’s contested histories and the politics of belonging will 
continue to inspire heated political debate about the impact of the first 
African American president of the United States on Kenya and through- 
out the African continent. The wananchi wished Obama as he departed 
Kenya, “Kwaheri #Potus . . . we kenyans are proud of you. tutembelee tena 
... karibu; that is, “Goodbye #Potus . . . we Kenyans are proud of you. you 
should visit us again . . . you're welcome.”® 
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bwana 


changaa 
dala 
Dholuo 


futa 
githaka 


gweng 


harambee 
Jaluo/Joluo 
Jonam 
kabaka 
kanzu 
Kavirondo 


ker 

keyo 

kipande 
Kisumu Ndogo 
kofia 


maduka 


Glossary 


Man/Mr./Sir—often used in colonial times as a title for 
white settlers to reinforce racial hierarchies 
Home-brewed alcohol 

Luo homestead 

Luo language 

Cloth wrap 

Kikuyu system of land tenure 

Collection of lineages bound by marriage or defensive 
alliances 

Fund-raisers 

Luo person/people; Nilotic Kavirondo 

/Joka-Nyanam People of lakes and rivers 

Luganda term meaning “king” 

Long robe 

Colonial term used to refer to the Winam Gulf of Lake 
Victoria as well as to the Joluo (Nilotic Kavirondo) and 
Abaluhya (Bantu Kavirondo) populations of its shores 
“Defender of norms and values”/ Luo Union president 
One's extended patrilineage 

Colonial identity card for Africans 

Little Kisumu; urban Luo neighborhood 

Cap 

Small kiosk shops 
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majimboism 


mama 
mashambani 
matatu 

mzee 
nyumba 
oganda 
panga 

piny 
riwruok 
rungu 
shamba 
ugali 

ujamaa 
wananchi 


The strategy of dividing Kenya into provinces with equal 
political power 

Mrs.—implies motherhood/respect 

Kiswahili term commonly used to refer to rural areas 
Common public transport vehicle used in East Africa 
Wise old man (a term of respect) 

House 

Multiclan territorial conglomerates (also called piny) 
Machete 

Multiclan territorial conglomerates (also called oganda) 
Union/ unity 

Club 

Garden/farm 

Staple dish of boiled maize meal 
Familyhood/community 

Citizen 
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